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General Information About This Document  

Whatôs in this document: 
The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans), as assigned by the Federal 
Highway Administration, has prepared this Environmental Impact Report/Environmental 
Assessment, which examines the potential environmental impacts of the alternatives 
being considered for the proposed project in San Luis Obispo, California. Caltrans is 
the lead agency under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Caltrans is also 
the lead agency under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The document 
explains why the project is being proposed, the alternatives being considered for the 
project, the existing environment that could be affected by the project, the potential 
impacts of each of the alternatives, and the proposed avoidance, minimization, and/or 
mitigation measures. 

What you should do:  
¶ Please read the document. It can be accessed from the project web page:  

https://dot.ca.gov/caltrans-near-me/district-5/district-5-current-projects/hwy-101-pismo-congestion-relief 

¶ Attend the public meeting in October. Date, time, and access information for the 
meeting will be posted on the project web page. 

¶ Weôd like to hear what you think. If you have any comments regarding the proposed 
project, please attend the public hearing and/or send your written comments to 
Caltrans by the deadline. 

¶ Submit comments via U.S. mail to: Lara Bertaina, California Department of 
Transportation, 50 Higuera, San Luis Obispo, California 93401 or via email to: 
Lara.Bertaina@dot.ca.gov 

¶ The deadline for comments is: November 17, 2020. 

What happens next:  
After comments are received from the public and reviewing agencies, Caltrans, as 
assigned by the Federal Highway Administration, may 1) give environmental approval 
to the proposed project, 2) do additional environmental studies, or 3) abandon the 
project. If the project is given environmental approval and funding is appropriated, 
Caltrans could design and construct all or part of the project. 

Printing this document: this document has been optimized for on-line viewing. For a 
printed copy, please contact Paula Huddleston at Paula.Huddleston@dot.ca.gov or 
(805) 549-3063. 

For individuals with sensory disabilities, this document can be made available in Braille, 
in large print, on audiocassette, or on computer disk. To obtain a copy in one of these 
alternate formats, please write to or call Caltrans, Attention: Caltrans Public Affairs 
Office or call (805) 549-3318. You can also use the California Relay Service 1-800-735-
2929 (TTY), 1-800-735-2929 (Voice), or 711. 
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Summary  

California participated in the ñSurface Transportation Project Delivery Pilot Pro-
gramò (Pilot Program) pursuant to 23 U.S. Code 327 for more than five years, be-
ginning July 1, 2007 and ending September 30, 2012. MAP-21 (P.L. 112-141), 
signed by President Barack Obama on July 6, 2012 amended 23 U.S. Code 327 
to establish a permanent Surface Transportation Project Delivery Program. As a 
result, the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) entered into a Mem-
orandum of Understanding pursuant to 23 U.S. Code 327 (NEPA Assignment 
Memorandum of Understanding) with the Federal Highway Administration. The 
NEPA Assignment Memorandum of Understanding became effective October 1, 
2012 and was renewed on December 23, 2016 for a term of five years. In sum-
mary, Caltrans continues to assume Federal Highway Administration responsibili-
ties under NEPA and other federal environmental laws in the same manner as 
was assigned under the Pilot Program, with minor changes. With NEPA Assign-
ment, the Federal Highway Administration assigned and Caltrans assumed all the 
U.S. Department of Transportation (U.S. DOT) Secretaryôs responsibilities under 
NEPA. This assignment includes projects on the state highway system and Local 
Assistance projects off the state highway system within the State of California, ex-
cept for certain categorical exclusions that the Federal Highway Administration 
assigned to Caltrans under the 23 U.S. Code 326 Categorical Exclusion Assign-
ment Memorandum of Understanding, projects excluded by definition, and spe-
cific project exclusions. 

Caltrans and the San Luis Obispo Council of Governments are proposing a 7-year 
pilot operational improvement project to address traffic delays that occur during 
periods of high traffic volumes on the southbound lanes of US 101 through Shell 
Beach and Pismo Beach. The proposed project would widen the inside shoulder 
of the highway from the vicinity of San Luis Obispo Creek to the railroad overhead 
in Pismo Beach to serve as a travel lane strictly during periods of heavy traffic vol-
umes. The California Vehicle Code prohibits general purpose travel on the shoul-
der of state highways. Therefore, the project is being proposed as a pilot project 
during its initial 7 years of operation, after which Caltrans would pursue legislative 
approval to make the part-time travel lane a permanent feature. If approval is not 
granted, the part-time travel lane would likely be reverted to a 14-foot-wide full-
time shoulder. The project also proposes a new park-and-ride lot in Pismo Beach. 
Soundwalls are also being considered as a noise abatement feature. 
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Summary of Potential Impac ts from Alternatives  

Potential Impact  
Alternative  

 1 

Alternative 
1  

variation  

Alternative 
2 

No-Build 
Alternative  

Soundwalls  

Coastal Zone  

Potentially 
inconsistent 
with policies 
related to visual 
quality and 
noise. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

Existing is 
in compli-
ance with 
all coastal 
plans. 

Would be 
inconsistent 
with policies 
that protect 
coastal views. 

Traffic and 
Transportation  

Congestion and 
traffic speed 
would improve. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

Southbound 
traffic 
congestion 
would 
continue to 
deteriorate. 

No impact. 

Visual/Aesthetics  

Significant 
impacts from 
urbanization, 
increased 
hardscape, and 
various other 
modern freeway 
components, 
loss of 
vegetation. 

Similar to 
Alternative 
1. 

Similar to 
Alternative 
1, minus 
additional 
retaining 
wall. Also, 
shorter 
length with 
less 
median 
barrier. 

No impact. 

Southbound 
wall locations 
would block 
ocean views, 
create 
unexpected 
hardscape. 
Northbound 
wall location 
would have 
minimal 
impacts. 

Cultural 
Resources  

Potential 
impacts to 2 
known 
resources. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. 

One wall 
location would 
impact a 
resource. 

Hydrology and 
Floodplain  

No impact. No impact. No impact. No impact. No impact. 

Water Quality 
and Storm Water 
Runoff  

Additional 5 
acres of new 
impervious 
surface. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. No impact. 

Air Quality  

Improvement 
expected as a 
result of 
increased traffic 
speeds. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

Potential 
increase in 
emissions 
with 
additional 
congestion. 

No impact. 

Noise  

Levels would 
increase from 1 
to 8 decibels; 
some locations 
exceed noise 
abatement 
criteria. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. 

Noise levels for 
residents 
adjacent to a 
soundwall 
would 
experience a 
reduction in 
noise levels. 

Natural 
Communities  

Permanent 
impacts to 
coastal scrub: 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

No 
permanent 
impacts; 

No impact. No impact. 
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Potential Impact  
Alternative  

 1 

Alternative 
1  

variation  

Alternative 
2 

No-Build 
Alternative  

Soundwalls  

506 square 
feet; temporary 
impacts: 2.5 
acres. 

temporary 
impacts to 
coastal 
scrub: 2.5 
acres. 

Wetlands and 
Other Waters  

Other waters 
permanent 
impacts: 9 
square feet; 
temporary 
impacts: 4,600 
square feet. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. No impact. 

Animal Species  

Precautionary 
construction 
measures 
added for white-
tailed kite and 
western pond 
turtle. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. No impact. 

Threatened and 
Endangered 
Species  

Protective 
construction 
measures 
added due to 
presence of 
California red-
legged frog, 
steelhead, and 
tidewater goby. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. No impact. 

Invasive Species  

Control 
measures 
added for 
during and post 
construction. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. No impact. 

Construction  
Excessive 
noise; traffic 
impacts. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. 
Excessive 
noise; traffic 
impacts. 

Cumulative 
Impacts  

Contributes to 
the decline of 
visual quality 
and historical 
landscape. 

Same as for 
previous 
alternative. 

Same as 
for 
previous 
alternative. 

No impact. 

Two locations 
would 
contribute to 
decline of visual 
quality; one 
location would 
contribute to 
decline of 
historical 
landscape. 
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Chapter 1  Proposed Project 

1.1 Introduction  

The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) and the San Luis 
Obispo Council of Governments (Council of Governments) are proposing an 
operational improvement project to address traffic delays that occur during 
periods of high traffic volumes on the southbound lanes of US 101 through 
Shell Beach and Pismo Beach. The proposed project would widen the inside 
shoulder of the highway from the vicinity of San Luis Obispo Creek to the 
railroad overhead in Pismo Beach to serve as a travel lane strictly during 
periods of heavy traffic volumes. The project also proposes a new park-and-
ride lot in Pismo Beach. 

In December 2014, the Council of Governments adopted its 2014 US 101 
Corridor Mobility Master Plan (Corridor Plan) after substantial public engage-
ment. The two most frequently referenced issues were the southbound truck 
lane merge near Spyglass Drive and the lack of bicycle connectivity between 
downtown Pismo Beach and Five Cities Drive. The Corridor Plan identified 
the project area as the most congested segment on the US 101 corridor in 
San Luis Obispo County. It also identified the need for better access to park-
and-ride lots. 

In January 2015, the Council of Governments and Caltrans entered into a co-
operative agreement to study six alternatives that were created from combi-
nations of features recommended in the Corridor Plan. The resultant project is 
being funded through the State Transportation Implementation Program, the 
federal Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program, and the 
Regional Surface Transportation Program for the year 2024. 

The California Vehicle Code prohibits general purpose travel on the shoulder 
of state highways. Therefore, the project is being proposed as a pilot project 
during its initial 7 years of operation. At the end of the 7-year evaluation 
period, Caltrans would pursue legislative approval to make the part-time 
travel lane a permanent feature. If approval is not granted, the part-time travel 
lane would likely be reverted to a full-time, 14-foot-wide shoulder. 

1.2 Purpose and Need  

1.2.1 Purpose  

The purpose of the project is to reduce travel delays that diminish the efficient 
operation of US 101 through Shell Beach and Pismo Beach in the south-
bound direction during periods of heavy traffic volumes. See Figure 1-1. 
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Figure 1 -1 Project Vicinity Map  
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1.2.2 Need 

US 101 within the project limits cannot efficiently manage existing traffic 
volumes that accumulate when large numbers of drivers exit the City of San 
Luis Obispo within a short period of time. This typically happens during the 
evening work commute, on summer weekends, and when there are popular 
events in the communities to the south. The result is long lines of slow or 
stopped traffic from south of San Luis Obispo to Pismo Beach for the period 
of time it takes travelers to reach their destination at these southern locations. 

Traffic volumes within the project limits increase steadily throughout the day 
until about 5:00 p.m., at which time they begin to drop off rapidly. Slow and 
variable traffic speeds, frequently caused by weaving movements, prevent 
traffic from flowing in an efficient and consistent manner. These variable 
speeds are exacerbated when traffic is heavy and changing lanes becomes 
more challenging. The truck-climbing lane merge point and the multiple 
onramps and off-ramps contribute to these weaving movements. The 
consequence of heavy flows at variable speeds is that the general speed of 
traffic slows substantially and backups occur, causing delays to the traveling 
public. The project has independent utility and logical termini. 

1.3 Project Description  

US 101 is the major coastal northïsouth route that links the Greater Los 
Angeles Area, the Central Coast, the San Francisco Bay Area, and the North 
Coast (Redwood Empire). For the southbound traveler, the views afforded 
upon reaching Shell Beach within the project limits would be the first coastal 
views since leaving San Francisco, over 240 miles to the north. This segment 
of US 101 was listed as eligible to be included in the State Scenic Highway 
System by a legislative action, but was never officially designated. 

The existing facility is a four-lane divided freeway with two 12-foot-wide 
general travel lanes in both the northbound and southbound direction. The 
southbound lanes have an inside shoulder that varies from 5 feet in some 
locations to as much as 19 feet in others. (The standard width of the inside 
shoulder for this type of facility is 10 feet.) The outside shoulder width varies 
between 8 feet and the standard 10 feet. The northbound and southbound 
lanes are separated by an unpaved vegetated median of variable width that 
includes a mix of median barrier types: concrete barrier, single thrie-beam 
barrier, and double thrie-beam barrier. The difference in elevation between 
the northbound and southbound lanes can vary from a negligible amount to 
about 20 feet, with the northbound lanes generally being at a higher elevation. 
A 600-foot-long truck-climbing lane begins just south of the San Luis Obispo 
Creek bridge and ends about 700 feet prior to the Spyglass Drive off-ramp. 
See Figure 1-2 for the location of the proposed project. 
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Figure 1 -2 Project Location Map  
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The proposed project would create a new southbound part-time travel lane as 
a 7-year pilot project on US 101 through Shell Beach and Pismo Beach, as 
well as add a park-and-ride lot at Mattie Road and Route 1 (Price Street). 
Throughout the project limits, the part-time travel lane would function as a 14-
foot inside shoulder when not in use, and a 12-foot lane with 2-foot shoulder 
when open for travel. The lane would have a single entry point at the north 
end and a single exit at the south end; lane changing outside of these 
locations would not be allowed. The periods when the lane would be open for 
travel would likely be on a regular schedule to address daily afternoon 
congestion, as well as unique times when traffic is heavy due to specific local 
events. After 7 years of operation as a pilot project, Caltrans would pursue 
legislative approval to make the part-time travel lane a permanent feature. If 
approval is not granted, the part-time travel lane would likely be reverted to a 
14-foot-wide full-time shoulder. As part of the project, Caltrans is also 
considering lengthening the existing truck-climbing lane or eliminating it 
altogether. 

1.4 Project Alternatives  

Under consideration are two build alternatives, one of which includes a 
variation on the truck-climbing lane, and the No-Build Alternative. The build 
alternatives are identical from the Spyglass Drive undercrossing to the Union 
Pacific railroad overhead. They differ mostly on their starting point at the 
northern end of the project limits and on the location of the part-time travel 
lane within the corridor up to the Spyglass Drive undercrossing. 

1.4.1 Build Alternatives  

Common Design Features of the Build Alternatives  

All build alternatives include creating an additional general travel lane from 
the Spyglass Drive undercrossing to the Union Pacific railroad for use during 
peak traffic periods. The lane would be created by widening the inside (left) 
shoulder to 14 feet (except in the vicinity of the Pismo Rock), which would 
serve as a 12-foot general-purpose lane with 2-foot shoulder when open to 
traffic. To avoid impacts to the Rock, widening at this location would occur to 
the outside (right side), slightly realigning the roadway around the geologic 
feature. To accommodate this outside widening, an approximately 1,200-foot-
long retaining wall would be constructed between the freeway and Price 
Street, varying in height from about 5 to 15 feet tall. The wall would be topped 
by 36-inch-tall concrete safety barrier. 

All build alternatives would require widening four bridges within the project 
limits to accommodate the additional lane width and updating the inside 
bridge railing to the current standard: at Spyglass Drive (the Shell Beach 
undercrossing), at Mattie Road (the North Pismo separation), at the 
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Wadsworth Avenue undercrossing, and at Pismo Creek Bridge. The slopes 
under the bridges would be paved at the Shell Beach undercrossing and the 
Wadsworth undercrossing. 

With all build alternatives, 42-inch-tall concrete median barrier would be 
constructed or reconstructed between the northbound and southbound lanes 
from about 0.3 mile north of Spyglass Drive to the end of the project limits. In 
addition, overhead lane-use control signals showing either a red r (ñXò) for 
ñCLOSEDò or a green Ć (ñdown arrowò) for ñOPENò would be installed at 2,300-
foot-intervals along the length of the part-time lane, either behind the concrete 
barrier or integrated into it. Figure 1-3 shows a conceptual sketch of a sample 
lane-use control signal. 

Figure 1-3 Sample of Lane-Control Signal  

 

All build alternatives include a park-and-ride lot along Route 1 (Price Street) 
between Mattie Road and the terminus of the Price Street off-ramp. This area 
is already being used as an informal parking area. As a safety enhancement, 
the proposed project would also include at least three maintenance vehicle 
pull-out areasðpaved areas off the roadway shoulder where maintenance 
vehicles can safely parkðand extended gore paving at the ramps. The 
California Highway Patrol has also requested paved pull-outs with 
acceleration areas where they can monitor the part-time travel lane. 

Unique Features of the Build Alternatives  

Alternative 1 

This alternative begins lane widening for the part-time travel lane on the 
inside shoulder about 0.3 mile north of the off-ramp for Spyglass Drive. This is 
also where the merge arrows for the truck-climbing lane currently begin. As 
the truck-climbing lane terminates, the part-time travel lane would begin; there 
would be no change to the truck-climbing lane. Because of the elevation 
difference between the northbound and southbound lanes, a new retaining 
wall would replace the existing vegetated slope in the median about 0.5 mile 
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north of Spyglass Drive, at about the point that the part-time travel lane would 
begin. The wall would be about 500 feet long and up to 15 feet tall. 

Truck-climbing Lane Variation on Alternative 1 

With this variation on Alternative 1, the truck-climbing lane would be extended 
about another 0.5 mile, ending just before the bridge at Spyglass Drive. This 
would create four lanes of southbound traffic along this portion. All other 
features described for Alternative 1 would remain the same. 

Alternative 2 

This alternative would shift the existing lanes such that the truck-climbing lane 
would be converted to a general-purpose lane and the inside (number 1) lane 
would become the part-time travel lane. Widening for the part-time travel lane 
on the inside shoulder would begin just south of the San Luis Obispo Creek 
Bridge but would quickly merge into the existing lane configuration. The 
existing three-lane configuration would be maintained up to where the truck-
climbing lane currently begins to terminate. At this point, widening of the 
inside shoulder would begin and the part-time travel lane would shift to this 
newly constructed lane. This alternative would include a 42-inch-tall concrete 
median barrier beginning at the south end of San Luis Obispo Creek Bridge 
and continuing for about 0.3 mile. 

Transportation Demand Management  and Transportation System 

Management  and Operations Alternatives  

The proposed project is also a type of Transportation Demand Management 
and Transportation System Management and Operations alternative. 

Transportation Demand Management is a collection of strategies aimed at 
maximizing traveler options. Providing travelers with travel choicesðsuch as 
work location, route, time of travel, and mode of travelðcan improve travel 
time reliability. The park-and-ride component of the proposed project is a 
Transportation Demand Management strategy. 

Transportation System Management and Operations incorporates lower-cost 
strategies and technological advances to reduce impacts to the transportation 
system. The part-time travel lane is the main Transportation System 
Management and Operations component for the proposed project. Other 
components include installing closed circuit television to video monitor the 
real-time operations of the part-time travel lane and a vehicle detection 
system to monitor traffic flow and speed. A fiber optic infrastructure network 
will also be installed to allow fast communication of intelligent transportation 
system elements to and from the Transportation Management Center, where 
Caltrans and the California Highway Patrol monitor day-to-day traffic functions 
throughout the area. 
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In March 2020, the Council of Governments implemented the Freeway Service 
Patrol, a Transportation Demand Management component that is a joint 
project of the Council of Governments, Caltrans, and the California Highway 
Patrol. The service uses the forces of the California Highway Patrol and con-
tracted towing companies to patrol US 101 from Los Osos Valley Road in San 
Luis Obispo to the North 4th Street interchange in Pismo Beach on a regular 
basis to keep traffic moving. The service, funded by the Council of Govern-
ments, helps locate and remove disabled vehicles or debris that are blocking 
traffic. The service would also be employed to check the part-time travel lane 
prior to its opening each day to ensure it was clear and fully operational. 

1.4.2 No-Build (No-Action) Alternative  

Taking no action at this time would perpetuate the existing traffic delays 
throughout this corridor. Congestion, drive times, and resulting air quality could 
worsen as the population increases, and backups during peak periods could 
extend farther into the city of San Luis Obispo, affecting local streets. Some 
drivers would likely detour to other routes, such as Route 227 or Orcutt Road, 
increasing traffic volumes on those routes. Implementation of Senate Bill 743 
has seen a new emphasis on alternative methods of addressing traffic 
demand, therefore it is possible that no congestion-relief freeway project at this 
location would be funded in the future. The focus is turning more toward 
regional solutions addressed by the local governments through the Regional 
Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy with expanded options 
for transit service, rideshare opportunities, and transportation choices, as well 
as incentives for travelers to use alternative transportation, although funding 
for these remains challenging. Furthermore, with the advent of COVID-19 
shelter-at-home orders, traffic demand has been reduced due to many 
commuters having switched to working from home. With that framework now in 
place, it is possible that future commuting needs could be greatly reduced from 
previous projections. 

1.5 Comparison of Alternatives  

An extensive traffic study was conducted to evaluate various options for their 
effectiveness in reducing travel delays. A Pismo sub-area cut-out of the 
Council of Governmentsô Traffic Demand Management model was developed 
to forecast traffic demand. The sub-area Pismo model was developed based 
on 2018 land use data and validated to 2018 traffic counts. The most recent 
housing and employment projections for San Luis Obispo County were used 
as inputs to model future demand. 

Several analysis techniques were used to provide the data used to quantify 
and/or monetize the benefits of each alternative. The performance measures 
consisted of factors including, but not limited to: 
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¶ average travel time 

¶ 95th percentile travel time index 

¶ average speed 

¶ travel delay 

¶ number of vehicle trips 

¶ travel distance 

¶ average vehicle occupancy 

¶ average density by segment 

¶ predicted number of collisions by type 

These measures were used to compare and evaluate the operational and 
safety benefits of each alternative. 

Traffic counts and speed data were collected in April 2018 on the southbound 
mainline and on all on-ramps and off-ramps within the project limits. The data 
was processed for the weekday (Wednesday and Thursday) and weekend 
(Friday and Saturday) peak period from 2:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. in 15-minute 
increments. 

Opening year analysis assumed year 2026 conditions; design year was 
determined to be 2046. Travel demand modeling determined that a 4 percent 
increase in projected traffic demand would occur with all build alternatives 
due to traffic diverted from Route 227; therefore, the build alternatives reflect 
greater traffic volumes than the No-Build Alternative. According to the 
modeling, freeway operations with all the build alternatives performed better 
than with the No-Build Alternative. These improvements consist of travel 
delay reduction, buffer time reduction (a reduction in the additional time a 
motorist needs to ensure they arrive at their destination at the expected time), 
improved vehicular flow/speed, and collision reduction through the corridor. 

Tables 1-1 through 1-4 show analysis results for expected travel times and 
speeds for all alternatives for a 6-mile southbound segment from the Avila 
Beach Drive off-ramp to the Five Cities Drive off-ramp. The information is 
broken down by opening year (2026) and design year (2046) as well as for 
weekday and weekend performance. Data on existing conditions is also 
provided for comparison purposes. 

Table 1 -1 Year 2026 Weekday Performance Measures  

Alternative  Average Travel Time 
(minutes/vehi cle)  

Average Speed 
(miles/hour)  

Buffer Time 
(minutes)  

Average Level 
of Service  

Existing 5.9 41.7 11 D 

No-Build 6.5 37.4 12.4 E 

1 4.8 64.1 9.1 C 

1 variation 4.9 64.1 9.4 C 

2 4.8 64.5 9.1 C 
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Table 1 -2 Year 2026 Weekend Performance Measures  

Alternative  Average Travel Time 
(minutes/vehicle)  

Average Speed 
(miles/hour)  

Buffer Time 
(minutes)  

Average Level 
of Service  

Existing 5.8 39.5 11.6 D 

No-Build 6.2 36.9 12.4 E 

1 4.6 63.9 9.2 C 

1 variation 4.7 63.9 9.5 C 

2 4.7 64.3 9.4 C 

Table 1 -3 Year 2046 Weekday Performance Measures  

Alternative  Average Travel Time 
(minutes/vehicle)  

Average Speed 
(miles/hour)  

Buffer Time 
(minutes)  

Average Level 
of Service  

No-Build 7.1 32.4 13.5 E 

1 4.8 63.4 9.2 C 

1 variation 4.8 63.4 9.2 C 

2 4.8 63.9 9.1 C 

Table 1 -4 Year 2046 Weekend Performance Measures  

Alternative  Average Travel Time 
(minutes/vehicle)  

Average Speed 
(miles/hour)  

Buffer Time 
(minutes)  

Average Level 
of Service  

No-Build 6.5 33.7 13.1 E 

1 4.6 62.1 9.3 C 

1 variation 4.8 62.1 9.6 C 

2 4.7 62.6 9.5 C 

Under the No-Build condition, by 2026 motorists can expect severe 
bottlenecks within the project limits beginning around 2:30 p.m. in the vicinity 
of Spyglass Drive and the North Price Street off-ramp. Over the next hour, 
congestion would continue to build, creating backups on the southbound 
onramps and potentially creating gridlock at adjacent intersections. This can 
often lead to queue jumping, in which motorists use sequential off-ramps and 
on-ramps and/or frontage roads to bypass stopped traffic. The congested 
conditions are predicted to last until about 6:45 p.m. 

By 2046, traffic backups within the project limits are predicted to begin by 
2:00 p.m. and build continuously throughout the afternoon. Traffic volumes 
are expected to be so inflated that the freeway and ramps would no longer be 
able to carry them. Motorists would be forced to use alternative methods to 
avoid the congestion, which could mean leaving at a different time, taking 
another route, or cancelling the trip altogether. 

Under Alternative 1, at opening year, no bottlenecks are predicted, but there 
would be some traffic slowing near the end of the existing truck-climbing lane 
and at the Dolliver Street off-ramp during the weekday between about 4:30 
p.m. and 5:00 p.m. On the weekends, traffic slowing would potentially occur 
only at the end of the truck-climbing lane. The Alternative 1 truck-climbing 
lane variation would exhibit similar results, but would start about an hour 
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earlier in the day (though for about the same duration). Although this design 
would extend the truck-climbing lane beyond its current merge point, traffic is 
still predicted to slow at this location because of the uphill grade. This location 
also coincides with the first view of the ocean, possibly causing drivers to 
slow, which could be exacerbating the situation. 

Under Alternative 2, effects on traffic would be similar to that expected with 
the Alternative 1 truck-climbing variation, with the addition of another brief 
period of slowing at the Dolliver Street off-ramp beginning around 2:45 p.m. 
on weekdays. 

By year 2046, traffic is still predicted to move relatively smoothly through the 
project limits with all the build options, but the chance of a bottleneck near 
Dolliver Street becomes more likely, as does one at the end of the project 
limits, where Price Street joins US 101. 

1.6 Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Further 
Discussion  

Numerous individual traffic management components were evaluated as part 
of the preliminary design process, either alone or in combination, for their 
contribution to improving traffic flow. Table 1-5 describes the components that 
either failed to show an operational improvement or otherwise were rejected. 

Table 1-5 Rejected Design Options  

Component  Reason for Rejection  

Extend existing truck-climbing lane to exit 
directly into the Shell Beach Road off-ramp 

This would create a ñtrap laneò and would 
maintain truck weaving for those not wanting to 
exit the freeway. 

Add a third general-purpose full-time travel 
lane or a high-occupancy vehicle lane 

Traffic demand for additional capacity occurs 
during only portions of the day; the existing 
configuration manages traffic at an acceptable 
level the rest of the time. This design meets the 
purpose and need of the project, but would have 
excessive cost and greater community and 
environmental impacts. 

Reconfigure southbound ramps to add an 
on-ramp at Mattie Road, close the Dinosaur 
Caves Park on-ramp, and construct an 
auxiliary lane between the new Mattie Road 
on-ramp and existing Route 1/Price Street 
off-ramp 

This arrangement would increase commute 
times. 

End the part-time travel lane just prior to the 
Pismo Creek Bridge 

This arrangement would increase commute 
times and create a bottleneck at the merge 
point. 

End the part-time travel lane just past the 
Pismo Creek Bridge 

This arrangement showed no improvement in 
traffic management over the proposed 
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Component  Reason for Rejection  

alternatives, but would require widening the 
Pismo railroad overhead, with subsequent 
added costs and impacts. 

Allow continuous entering and exiting of the 
part-time travel lane 

Most of the traffic using the southbound lanes in 
the afternoon is exiting the freeway south of 
Pismo Beach. Moving those vehicles to their 
own lane reduces the weaving maneuvers that 
cause traffic disturbances. 

Build a reversing lane in the median There is insufficient median width for a standard 
design. It would also adversely impact Pismo 
Rock. 

 

1.7 Permits and Approvals Needed  

Table 1-6 lists the permits, licenses, agreements, and certifications required 
for project construction. 

Table 1 -6 Permitting and Approving Agencies  

Agency  Permit/Approval  Status  

California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife 

Section 1602 Streambed Alteration 
Agreement for construction within 
Pismo Creek 

Acquired during final 
design of the project. 

U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers 

Section 404 nationwide permit for 
construction within Pismo Creek 

Acquired during final 
design of the project. 

Central Coast Regional 
Water Quality Control Board 

Section 401 Certification for 
construction within Pismo Creek 

Acquired during final 
design of the project. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service 

Section 7 formal consultation and 
Biological Opinion for the tidewater 
goby and goby critical habitat, and 
Programmatic Biological Opinion for 
the California red-legged frog 

In process. 

National Marine Fisheries 
Service 

Section 7 formal consultation and 
Biological Opinion for the Central 
California Coast steelhead and 
steelhead critical habitat 

In process. 

California Transportation 
Commission 

Funding approval 
Acquired prior to 
advertising project for 
contract bids. 

City of Pismo Beach Coastal zone development permit 
Acquired during final 
design of the project. 

County of San Luis Obispo Coastal zone development permit 
Acquired during final 
design of the project. 

California Coastal 
Commission 

Coastal zone development permit 
Acquired during final 
design of the project. 
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Chapter 2  Affected Environment, 
Environmental Consequences, 
and Avoidance, Minimization, 
and/or Mitigation Measures 

As part of the scoping and environmental analysis done for the project, the following 
environmental issues were considered, but no adverse impacts were identified. So, 
there is no further discussion of these issues in this document. 

¶ Existing and future land useðThe project occurs within the freeway corridor and 
would not affect land use. It is consistent with the US 101 Comprehensive 
Multimodal Corridor Plan, which is the umbrella plan for the US 101 corridor in 
San Luis Obispo County, as well as the Council of Governmentsô 2019 Regional 
Transportation Plan. The project is not consistent with all policies in the City of 
Pismo Beach Local Coastal Plan. This topic is discussed in section 2.1.1 
Coastal Zone. 

¶ Timberland and farmlandðThere is no timberland or agricultural land within the 
project limits. 

¶ Environmental JusticeðThere are no impacts anticipated outside of the freeway 
corridor. No minority or low-income populations that would be adversely affected 
by the project have been identified. Therefore, this project is not subject to the 
provisions of Executive Order 12898. 

¶ Parks and recreationðThe project has no impact directly or indirectly on parks 
or recreational activities. 

¶ GrowthðThe project uses an existing transportation corridor and does not 
provide for additional access to planned or existing communities. 

¶ Community character and cohesionðThe project expands into the median and 
therefore does not impact existing communities. 

¶ Utilities and emergency servicesðNo additional services or utilities would be 
required by the project. 

¶ Traffic and transportation/pedestrian and bicycle facilitiesðThe project is 
expected to have a beneficial impact on transportation by reducing delay. The 
freeway does not support pedestrian or bicycle traffic and therefore there would 
be no effect on these modes. 

¶ Geology, soils, seismicity and topographyðAs a standard procedure, the 
freeway widening would be constructed on a compacted base of imported 
material. Based on site-specific testing, bridges would be constructed to 
withstand the maximum credible ground accelerations projected to occur during 
a seismic event. 
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¶ PaleontologyðThe two geologic formations within the project limits are shown 
as having a low to zero potential for encountering sensitive paleontological 
resources in the Paleontological Sensitivity Mapping Project published by 
Caltrans and California State University, Fresno in June 2000. 

¶ Hazardous waste and materialsðThe project contains no hazardous waste. 
Construction activities could encounter lead paint, lead in the soil, and/or 
asbestos. These materials would be handled per standard construction 
specifications and taken to an appropriate facility. 

¶ Air qualityðThe project is not located in a non-attainment or maintenance area 
for ozone, nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, or small particulate (under 2.5 or 
10 microns) per the Environmental Protection Agencyôs Green Book listing of 
non-attainment areas. 

2.1 Human Env ir onment  

2.1.1 Coastal Zone  

Regul atory Setting  

This project has the potential to affect resources protected by the Coastal Zone 
Management Act of 1972. The Coastal Zone Management Act is the main federal 
law enacted to preserve and protect coastal resources. The act sets up a program 
under which coastal states are encouraged to develop coastal management 
programs. States with an approved coastal management plan are able to review 
federal permits and activities to determine if they are consistent with the stateôs 
management plan. 

California has developed a coastal zone management plan and has enacted its own 
law, the California Coastal Act of 1976, to protect the coastline. The policies 
established by the California Coastal Act are similar to those for the Coastal Zone 
Management Act. They include the protection and expansion of public access and 
recreation; the protection, enhancement, and restoration of environmentally 
sensitive areas; the protection of agricultural lands; the protection of scenic beauty; 
and the protection of property and life from coastal hazards. The California Coastal 
Commission is responsible for implementation and oversight under the California 
Coastal Act. 

Just as the federal Coastal Zone Management Act delegates power to coastal 
states to develop their own coastal management plans, the California Coastal Act 
delegates power to local governments to enact their own local coastal programs. 
The project is subject to the local coastal programs for San Luis Obispo County and 
the City of Pismo Beach, as well as being within the original jurisdiction of the 
Coastal Commission. The local coastal programs contain the ground rules for 
development and protection of coastal resources in their jurisdiction consistent with 
the California Coastal Act goals. A Federal Consistency Certification will be needed 
as well. The Federal Consistency Certification process will be initiated prior to the 
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final environmental document and will be completed during the NEPA process or 
during final design. 

Affected Environment  

The majority of the project lies within the coastal zone and would require a permit 
for construction from each of the jurisdictional agencies. The portion of the project 
alignment within the coastal zone is almost entirely within the limits of the City of 
Pismo Beach, except for the short northern segment near Avila Beach Drive. The 
California Coastal Commission has retained original jurisdiction in the area 
surrounding Pismo Creek. The project is therefore subject to the policies of the 
California Coastal Act and the local coastal programs of both the County of San 
Luis Obispo and the City of Pismo Beach. 

The County of San Luis Obispo General Plan includes the Land Use Element and 
Local Coastal Program that was adopted by the County Board of Supervisors and 
certified by the California Coastal Commission in 1988 and was last updated in 
2007. The Land Use Element contains a local coastal program policy document 
outlining coastal plan policies for the county. The proposed project is within the San 
Luis Bay Planning Area, which has a separate report describing land use policies 
and development standards for communities in the planning area. The San Luis 
Bay Plan was adopted and certified in 1988 with the County General Plan and was 
last updated in 2009. 

The City of Pismo Beach General Plan and Local Coastal Program was adopted by 
the City Council in 1992 and certified by the California Coastal Commission in 1993; 
the Plan was last updated in April 2014. The City and County local coastal 
programs generally feature the same themes and principles to allow for coordinated 
planning efforts. 

The following is a list of the policies from Chapter 3 of the California Coastal Act 
(Resource Planning and Management Policies), the County of San Luis Obispoôs 
Local Coastal Program and San Luis Bay Area Plan, and the City of Pismo Beachôs 
General Plan and Local Coastal Program. The relevant policies from each plan 
have been grouped together by subject. Policies for resources that would not be 
affected by the project, such as agricultural lands, have not been included. 

Public Access and Circulation 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30211ðDevelopment not to Interfere with Access 

¶ 30252ðMaintenance and Enhancement of Public Access 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Public Works Chapter 

¶ Policy 2ðNew or Expanded Public Works Facilities 
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Coastal Plan Policies, Shoreline Access Chapter 

¶ Policy 8ðMinimizing Conflicts with Adjacent Uses 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-1ðBalanced Transportation 

¶ Policy C-1ðStreet Classification Plan and Design Standards 

¶ Policy C-2ðFreeway US 101ð6 Lanes 

¶ Policy C-8ðHighway System Plan and Traffic Improvements 

Visual and Scenic Resources 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30251ðScenic and Visual Qualities 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Visual and Scenic Resources Chapter 

¶ Policy 1ðProtection of Visual and Scenic Resources 

¶ Policy 5ðLandform Alterations 

¶ Policy 7ðPreservation of Trees and Native Vegetation 

San Luis Bay Area Plan 

¶ Land Use, Rural Area Program 2ðViewshed Protection 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-6ðThe Big Three 

¶ Principle P-7ðVisual Quality is Important 

¶ Policy D-10ðParking Lots and Large Asphalt Areas 

¶ Policy D-13ðFreeway Landscaping 

¶ Policy D-14ðPublic Facilities 

¶ Policy D-17ðNative and Drought Tolerant Landscaping 

¶ Policy D-1ðView Corridor Protection 

¶ Policy D-20ðSpecial Landscape Features 

¶ Policy D-23ðUS 101 Freeway 

¶ Policy LU-Q-3ðDevelopment Considerations, Minimize Impact on Foothills 

¶ Policy LU-Q-4dðDevelopment Considerations, Vegetation 
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Archaeological and Paleontological Resources 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30244ðArchaeological or Paleontological Resources 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Archaeology Chapter 

¶ Policy 1ðProtection of Archaeological Resources 

¶ Policy 4ðPreliminary Site Survey for Development within Archaeologically 
Sensitive Areas 

¶ Policy 5ðMitigation Techniques for Preliminary Site Survey before Construction 

¶ Policy 6ðArchaeological Resources Discovered during Construction or through 
Other Activities 

City of Pismo Beach General Plan and Local Coastal Program 

¶ Policy CO-5ðProtect Archaeological Resources 

¶ Policy CO-6ðConstruction Suspension 

¶ Policy LU-9ðChumash Cultural Resources Preservation 

¶ Policy LU-Q-4bðDevelopment Considerations, Archaeology 

Hazards and Hazardous Waste 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30232ðOil and Hazardous Substance Spills 

¶ 30253 a, bðMinimization of Adverse Impacts 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Hazards Chapter 

¶ Policy 2ðErosion and Geologic Stability 

¶ Policy 3ðReview in Hazards Area 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-23ðProtection of Life and Safety 

¶ Policy S-1ðRisk Identification 

¶ Policy S-9ðRestrictions on Development Within the 100-Year Flood Plain 

¶ Policy S-11ðDevelopment Review in Hazardous Overlay Zone 

Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30253 c, dðMinimization of Adverse Impacts: pollution; energy conservation 
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City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-4ðClean AirðA Must 

¶ Policy CO-4ðTrip Reduction 

Noise 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-20ðNoise Levels 

¶ Policy LU-Q-4cðDevelopment Considerations, Noise 

Water Quality and Erosion 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30231ðBiological Productivity; Water Quality 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Coastal Watersheds Chapter: 

¶ Policy 1ðPreservation of Groundwater Basins 

¶ Policy 8ðTiming of Construction and Grading 

¶ Policy 9ðTechniques for Minimizing Sedimentation 

¶ Policy 10ðDrainage Provisions 

¶ Policy 11ðPreserving Groundwater Recharge 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-24ðMaintain Unique Physiographic Characters 

¶ Policy LU-Q-4aðDevelopment Considerations, Water Runoff and Erosion 

Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas; Biological Resources 

California Coastal Act 

¶ 30233ðDiking, Filling or Dredging 

¶ 30236ðWater Supply and Flood Control 

¶ 30240ðEnvironmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas; Adjacent Developments 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Environmentally Sensitive Habitats Chapter: 

¶ Policy 1ðLand Uses Within or Adjacent to Environmentally Sensitive Habitats 

¶ Policy 3ðHabitat Restoration 

¶ Policy 7ðProtection of Environmentally Sensitive Habitats 

¶ Policy 13ðDiking, Dredging or Filling of Wetlands 

¶ Policy 16ðAdjacent Development 
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¶ Policy 20ðCoastal Streams and Riparian Vegetation 

¶ Policy 21ðDevelopment in or Adjacent to a Coastal Stream 

¶ Policy 25ðStreambed Alteration 

¶ Policy 26ðRiparian Vegetation 

¶ Policy 27ðStream Diversion Structures 

¶ Policy 28ðBuffer Zone for Riparian Habitat 

City of Pismo Beach Local Coastal Program 

¶ Principle P-2ðNatural ResourcesðKey Foundation of the City 

¶ Principle P-13ðNatural Resource Preservation 

¶ Policy CO-13ðOak Tree Protection 

¶ Policy CO-14ðRiparian Habitats 

¶ Principle CO-21ðPismo Creek Protection 

¶ Policy CO-28ðNatural Drainage Channels 

¶ Policy D-12ðDevelopment Considerations, Water Runoff and Erosion 

¶ Policy LU-L2ðPismo Creek 

Required Permits 

County of San Luis Obispo Local Coastal Program 

Coastal Plan Policies, Environmentally Sensitive Habitats Chapter: 

¶ Policy 2ðPermit Requirement 

¶ Policy 22ðFish and Game Review of Streambed Alteration 

¶ Policy 23ðCounty Review of Coastal Stream Projects 

Coastal Plan Policies, Public Works Chapter: 

¶ Policy 7ðPermit Requirements 

Environmental Consequences  

Caltrans would obtain permits for development within the coastal zone from the 
County of San Luis Obispo, the City of Pismo Beach, and the California Coastal 
Commission during final project design, unless a combined permit were agreed 
upon by one or more of the jurisdictional agencies. The permit process would 
include a public hearing and comment period; any permit issued could be appealed 
to the Coastal Commission. Potential inconsistencies with the local coastal plan 
policies could require a Local Coastal Plan amendment. The jurisdictional agencies 
would make a determination on consistency during the permitting process. 
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Public Access and Circulation 

By improving traffic flow, the proposed project would improve coastal access to 
Pismo Beach and the surrounding coastal communities. The added freeway width 
from the part-time travel lane would accommodate future freeway widening. 
Widening through this segment is not currently planned, but the proposed project 
would improve the predicted level of service beyond the No-Build condition through 
the year 2046. The proposed park-and-ride lot would provide additional parking for 
the Pismo Preserve. 

Visual and Scenic Resources 

The proposed project would reduce the visual quality of US 101 through the project 
limits. Mitigation measures to reduce impacts have been incorporated, but they 
would not fully mitigate the anticipated changes to the visual environment. 
Therefore, the project could be found inconsistent with coastal policies related to 
visual and scenic resources. As discussed in section 2.1.2 Visual/Aesthetics, the 
project would further urbanize the corridor through various components, including 
the installation of new signing and signals, an increase in pavement and other 
hardscape, and a loss of mature vegetation. Soundwalls, which would reduce 
freeway noise but also block coastal views, are under consideration for the project. 
The US 101 corridor through the project limits is eligible for classification as a State 
Scenic Highway, but the degree of urbanization that has been introduced since 
obtaining that status has eliminated the potential for official listing. Thus, the project 
would not change the eligibility status of the highway. 

Archaeological and Paleontological Resources 

The project has been designed to avoid cultural resources where feasible, such as 
Pismo Rock, but the project is still expected to have an adverse impact on cultural 
resources. Research conducted to date and completion of National Historic 
Preservation Act Section 106 processes would address the policies noted above. A 
full discussion on this subject can be found in section 2.1.3, Cultural Resources. 

Hazards and Hazardous Waste 

Potential hazards for the project have been identified in the hazardous waste study, 
the Storm Water Data Report, and the Location Hydraulic Study. The project would 
be constructed using current design standards to minimize hazards from flooding, 
seismic events, or the release of hazardous substances. Widening the Pismo Creek 
Bridge would require adding structures within the 100-year flood zone, but this 
would not be a significant encroachment and would not affect water levels. 

Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas 

Vehicle miles traveled would increase between 7 and 10 percent for all the build 
options compared to the No-Build scenario, creating an overall increase in 
greenhouse gas emissions. The project would partially offset the increase in vehicle 
miles traveled through construction of a park-and-ride lot. See also section 3.3.4 
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Strategies. 
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Noise 

The project is expected to increase the exterior noise level for some residents near 
the freeway as a result of increased traffic speeds. Anticipated noise levels at these 
locations are expected to exceed the levels identified by the City of Pismo Beach, 
therefore the project could be found inconsistent with local policy. Soundwalls would 
mitigate these noise levels at some of the locations, but would not necessarily be 
included in the final project design. See section 2.2.3 Noise for more information. 

Water Quality and Erosion 

The project includes measures to treat storm water runoff and limit erosion; details 
would be included in the Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan prepared prior to 
construction. See section 2.2.1 Hydrology and Floodplain and section 2.2.2 Water 
Quality and Storm Water Runoff for more information. 

Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas; Biological Resources 

Pismo Creek is an environmentally sensitive habitat area within the project limits 
that hosts newly established riparian vegetation planted as mitigation for the recent 
project to repair scour under the bridge. The creek bed has been designated as 
critical habitat for the tidewater goby and south-central California steelhead, and 
contains habitat for the California red-legged frog and western pond turtle. The 
project would result in minor permanent impacts to the creek channel as a result of 
sheet piling. All other creek impacts are temporary. See section 2.3, Biological 
Environment for more information. 

Required Permits 

See Table 1-6 Permitting and Approving Agencies for permits that would be 
acquired during project design. 

Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures  

Measures that would avoid, minimize, or mitigate impacts as a result of the project 
are described in detail in Chapter 2 of this document. No specific measures have 
been included to address coastal policies, but the coastal development permits 
could be issued with conditions. 

2.1.2 Visual/Aesthetics  

Regulatory Setting  

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, as amended, establishes 
that the federal government use all practicable means to ensure all Americans safe, 
healthful, productive, and aesthetically (emphasis added) and culturally pleasing 
surroundings (42 U.S. Code 4331[b][2]). To further emphasize this point, the 
Federal Highway Administration, in its implementation of NEPA (23 USC 109[h]), 
directs that final decisions on projects are to be made in the best overall public 
interest taking into account adverse environmental impacts, including among 
others, the destruction or disruption of aesthetic values. 
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The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) establishes that it is the policy of 
the state to take all action necessary to provide the people of the state 
ñwithéenjoyment of aesthetic, natural, scenic and historic environmental qualitiesò 
(California Public Resources Code Section 21001[b]). 

California Streets and Highways Code Section 92.3 directs Caltrans to use drought-
resistant landscaping and recycled water when feasible and incorporate native 
wildflowers and native and climate-appropriate vegetation into the planting design 
when appropriate. 

Affected Environment  

Reference: Visual Impact Assessment, May 2020. 

The region is part of a coastal plateau in the southern coastal area of San Luis 
Obispo County. The landform of the region is characterized by a narrow marine 
terrace bordered by the beach and Pacific Ocean to the west and the hills to the 
east. These landforms are viewed in context with one another within the area. The 
regional topography produces views for the highway traveler ranging from close-in 
views of the hillsides to the east, to wide open panoramas of the Pacific Ocean. 

Pismo Beach sits along a narrow coastal plateau between low-lying hills and the 
Pacific Ocean. The inland hills are visible as they rise above the community to the 
northeast and define the horizon in that direction. The project through the US 101 
corridor is generally well-landscaped, and within the project limits the Pacific Ocean 
can be seen in the distance from the elevated highway mainline. Throughout the 
freeway corridor, blue-water ocean views and the inland hillsides play an important 
role in establishing the visual character and quality of the area. Situated in the 
median between the Price/Dolliver southbound off-ramp and the North Pismo 
separation at Mattie Road is a large geographic landmark known locally as the 
Pismo Rock, seen in Figure 2-1. 

Figure 2 -1 Pismo Rock as Seen Looking Northeast  from Price Street  
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The surrounding area is mostly developed, with commercial, residential, and 
recreational uses within sight of the project. Visible highway elements include 
concrete median barrier and metal safety barriers, signs, lighting, call boxes, and 
markers, as well as the vehicular traffic, at times heavy. Overhead utility poles and 
wires also contribute to the view along the corridor, mostly seen parallel to the 
highway on the frontage roads. In this section of US 101, development has a 
moderately high visual presence in the landscape. Throughout much of this section 
of the freeway, the scale and frequency of structures and other built amenities, 
though visible, do not dominate views of the Pacific Ocean when seen in the 
context of the overall landscape. In addition to buildings, existing vegetation also 
blocks some of the views of the Pacific Ocean throughout the project area. 

Several residences sit on the hillside east of and above the project site. These 
hillsides and areas to the east of the highway are generally populated by sagebrush 
and coyote brush, with occasional eucalyptus trees, palm trees, and cypress trees. 
Residences are also located to the west and below the freeway, mixed with hotels 
and commercial developments. In these areas, mature ornamental landscaping is 
prevalent with palm trees seen along the skyline. Between the southbound outside 
lane and the local frontage road, there are low mounding shrubs, ornamental trees, 
and cypress trees. 

Although US 101 through the project area is not an officially designated scenic 
highway, it is on the statutory list of highways eligible for scenic designation in the 
State Scenic Highway System. An official designation would require nomination by 
the local jurisdiction, but due to the substantial amount of urban development 
throughout the corridor, it no longer meets the criteria required to become officially 
designated. Nevertheless, the quality of the existing visual environment through the 
project area is still moderately high. The low hills meeting the marine terrace with a 
view to the Pacific Ocean create an attractive setting for the freeway. The project 
site contributes to the generally well-landscaped roadside of the freeway corridor 
and helps establish a vegetated character for the City of Pismo Beach and 
surrounding coastal communities. 

For evaluation purposes, the project area was divided into two landscape units. 
These units are based on distinct zones that have certain common visual 
characteristics. The main unit for this project is the coastal unit, which runs from 
where US 101 passes over the Coast Range to the southern limits of the project. 
Ocean and coastal views are significant scenic elements within this unit, but it is 
also defined by its urban and semi-urban context through the commercial core and 
residential areas of Shell Beach and Pismo Beach. The second unit, or inland unit, 
is the segment between the northern end of the project limits and the Coastal 
Range pass. There are no coastal views within this unit, rather it is defined by 
rolling hills east and west of the freeway within a semi-rural context. 



Chapter 2 · Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences,  
and Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures 

Pismo Congestion Relief Pilot Project · 24 

Environmental Consequences  

Implementation of the project would result in substantial visual changes throughout 
much of the freeway corridor. The project includes numerous components that 
would impact the visual character of the area: 

¶ additional lane paving 

¶ additional gore paving 

¶ additional vehicle pull-outs for service vehicles 

¶ paved median and concrete median barrier at a new height 

¶ a park-and-ride lot 

¶ bridge widening at four locations and bridge slope paving 

¶ additional signs and signals 

¶ retaining walls 

¶ loss of skyline trees and freeway landscaping 

Each build alternative and variation includes additional paving, barriers, retaining 
walls, slope paving, and other hardscape elements. Collectively, these features 
would substantially increase the visual scale and the engineered, urban character of 
the project corridor. The visual appearance would be of a much larger-scale 
freeway facility. New lane striping and other lane markings, as well as the new 
signals and signing, would further draw attention to the uniqueness of the part-time 
travel lane and increase the visual clutter of the corridor. 

To manage the part-time travel lane, median overhead lane-use control signals 
would be installed at approximately 2,300-foot intervals and would be visible to all 
motorists. (Alternative 1 and the truck-climbing variation would likely need 8 of 
these signal and pole systems, and 10 for Alternative 2. See Figure 1-3 for a 
representative example.) Signal poles would be 30 feet tall and would support the 
electronic signal panel, a closed-circuit television camera, and an ñHours of 
Operationò sign. Where visible, these signal pole systems, although somewhat 
narrow in profile, would add visual clutter and adversely affect the quality and 
character of the view. Additional roadside signs providing advanced notice of the 
part-time travel lane and the schedule of operation would contribute to the loss of 
visual character due to the number of signs and signals. Potential vegetation 
removal or pruning required for placement of roadside signs would further reduce 
visual quality. 

The four existing bridge structures within the project limits would be widened to the 
inside to accommodate the new part-time travel lane. Current safety standards 
would require replacing the existing inside bridge rail with new, taller, and bulkier 
rail. This would result in each of these structures having bridge rails of a different 
size and shape on opposite sides of the same bridge. The visual effect would be an 
architectural inconsistency and aesthetic degradation of each bridge structure. 
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All build options would require a retaining wall between the freeway and Price 
Street (Route 1) where the lanes are being shifted to the outside to avoid impacts to 
Pismo Rock. This retaining wall would be approximately 1,200 feet long, varying in 
height from about 5 feet to about 15 feet. The 36-inch-high safety barrier that would 
sit atop the wall would further increase the apparent wall height as seen from Price 
Street. A second retaining wall in the freeway median would be required with 
Alternative 1, as well as the truck-climbing variation, in the vicinity of Beachcomber 
Drive, about 0.5 mile north of Spyglass Drive, where widening for the part-time 
travel lane begins. This wall would be about 500 feet long and about 15 feet tall at 
its highest level; it would replace a heavily vegetated slope that contains large 
shrubs and mature trees. When the part-time travel lane is open, there would be 
only a 2-foot shoulder between the travel lane and the wall, creating an even more 
imposing structure for motorists. 

A dirt lot next to Price Street at the Mattie Road undercrossing, currently being used 
as an informal parking lot, would be transformed into a formal park-and-ride facility 
by creating a paved parking and pedestrian area. The lot could also include bike 
parking and bike boxes, shade trees for parking, vegetative swales to manage 
stormwater, and new landscaped areas. Since informal parking currently occupies 
the site, the proposed changes would not introduce a new use. However, the other 
undefined site amenities such as lighting, shade trees, and other elements have the 
potential to affect views from US 101 to the ocean, and to affect views from Shell 
Beach Road toward the inland hills. 

Some degree of existing freeway landscaping is found throughout much of the 
projectôs length. At certain locations, particularly in the median, the vegetation 
includes mature and skyline trees and dense shrubs. Along other sections of the 
freeway corridor, the planting is sparse and at times has a weedy appearance. This, 
however, still adds to the vegetative character of the corridor as well as reduces 
views of the freeway from the community. In areas where the existing planting is 
larger and well-established, the combination of more paving, new walls and barrier, 
and plant removal would affect the vegetated character and increase the visual 
scale of the freeway facility. With each of the alternatives and variations, the 
proposed project would reduce the vegetative character of the corridor, though in 
some areas removing existing planting could potentially open up views to the coast. 
The project would include new landscaping, but for safety reasons only wider areas 
or locations behind safety barrier would accommodate trees or large shrubs. At 
some of the currently weedy locations, new planting would have the potential to 
create a more unified look. 

Impacts to visual quality were assessed in terms of the visual resource change that 
would occur as a result of the project. Three characteristics were used to rate the 
existing visual quality of the project area to compare it to the expected conditions 
post-construction: vividness, intactness, and unity. Vividness is the visual power or 
memorability of the landscape components as they combine in striking and 
distinctive visual patterns. Intactness is the visual integrity of the landscape and its 
freedom from non-typical encroaching elements. If all the various elements of a 
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landscape seem to ñbelongò together, there will be a high level of intactness. Unity 
is the visual harmony of the landscape considered as a whole. Unity represents the 
degree to which potentially diverse visual elements maintain a coherent visual 
pattern. 

Evaluations were conducted from the perspective of two viewer groups: those with 
views from the freeway and those with views of the freeway. The group with views 
from the freeway would be entirely of individuals using motorized transportation at 
freeway speeds. In general, highway users in motor vehicles will perceive the area 
as a cumulative sequence of views and may not focus on specific roadway features. 
In contrast, those with views of the freeway would be experiencing more sustained 
views from a stationary location or a slower method of travel. 

Seven observer viewpoints were considered during the evaluation: 5 from the 
coastal unit and 2 from the inland unit. Both inland unit observer viewpoints were 
from US 101; the observer viewpoints within the coastal unit were a combination of 
views to and from the freeway. These viewpoints are shown in the following photos, 
first from the existing viewpoint and then from how the same view might look if the 
project were constructed. It should be noted that the photo simulations are 
representative images only and not exact views of how the project would appear if 
constructed. They are included to give a general idea of how the project 
components might appear in relation to the surrounding landscape. 

Observer Viewpoints 2 and 4 are from two of the three locations where a soundwall 
is being considered. Soundwalls are not a main component of the proposed project; 
they do not address the purpose of or the need for the project, but rather are 
secondary features that are being considered to address the adverse noise impacts 
that are expected to occur as a result of the project. Therefore, they are discussed 
at the end of this section. 

Observer Viewpoint 1ðFrom US 101 near Pismo Rock, looking southbound 

Figure 2 -2 Existing View 
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The existing view from US 101 in this area is considered high in visual quality due 
to several factors. The proximity and visual dominance of Pismo Rock substantially 
increases the memorability of the view. Views of the Pacific Ocean and distant 
coastline extending to Point Sal also add to the memorability of the scene. The 
scale and type of development along the ocean side of the highway help establish a 
ñbeach townò character and contribute to a relatively high degree of both visual 
intactness and unity. 

Figure 2 -3 Built  View, All Alternatives  

 

At this location, US 101 would be widened to the outside, requiring a retaining wall 
and concrete barrier along Price Street. A new concrete barrier would also be built 
along the base of Pismo Rock at the edge of the inside shoulder. The added 
freeway pavement in this area would reduce visual quality and the vividness rating 
by creating a more urban character in the immediate vicinity of the scenic Pismo 
Rock. The concrete barrier lining both sides of the freeway would further affect the 
visual connection to the coastal setting. Visual access to the beach community and 
ocean would be partially reduced, having a negative result to both visual unity and 
intactness. 
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Observer Viewpoint 3ðFrom northbound US 101 north of Spyglass Drive, looking 

toward Shell Beach 

Figure 2 -4 Existing View 

 

The high-quality views along the section of US 101 represented by Observer 
Viewpoint 3 are the result of sweeping ocean and coastal vistas of San Luis Bay 
and Avila Beach, combined with views of Ontario Ridge and inland hillsides. These 
visual characteristics combine for a high vividness rating. Roadside development is 
somewhat less visually dominant through this area, which adds to the higher 
intactness and unity determinations. 

Figure 2-5 Built View, All Alternatives  

 

This image is representative of the proposed project from the northbound lanes. 
Throughout most of the project limits, the existing 32-inch-high metal median barrier 
would be replaced with taller, 42-inch concrete barrier. The existing ground below 
the barrier would likely be raised to meet current cross-slope safety standards, 
resulting in a cumulative increase of top-of-barrier height of at least 10 inches over 
what currently exists and reducing views of the Pacific Ocean, San Luis Bay, Avila 
Beach, and the coastline. Accordingly, the overall memorability of the scene would 
be reduced, though the existing views of the distant hills would remain largely intact. 
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Lane-control signals, as seen in the photo simulation, would be installed in the 
median every 2,300 feet at minimum throughout the project limits. Where visible, 
these signals, though somewhat narrow in profile, would add visual clutter and 
reduce the intactness and unity rating of the viewshed. 

In this area, the Alternative 1 variation proposes to extend the truck-climbing lane. 
From northbound US 101, views of the coast and/or of the extended truck-climbing 
lane would depend on the height of the viewerôs vehicle and the lane being 
travelled. Viewers in taller vehicles travelling in the inside lane would have minimal 
view reduction, but would see the added pavement of the southbound extended 
truck-climbing lane. Alternatively, those in shorter vehicles or those travelling in the 
outside lane would experience a greater loss of coastal views, but also not readily 
see the southbound truck-climbing lane. From southbound US 101, the closer 
proximity of the extended truck-climbing lane would cause a decrease in the visual 
unity and intactness ratings for the Alternative 1 truck-climbing lane variation. 

Observer Viewpoint 5ðFrom Mattie Road near Valencia Drive, looking northwest 

Figure 2 -6 Existing View 

 

This view is from the hills above the freeway. The generally elevated position of 
Mattie Road provides for scenic vistas of the Pacific Ocean, the coastline from 
Pecho Hill to Point Sal, and the beach communities below. Although US 101 is a 
visually detracting element in the mid-ground, the overall visual quality and 
character are highly rated. Accordingly, the memorability of the vista is high. Along 
certain sections of Mattie Road, the elevation dips and ocean views are less 
available, and either vegetation and/or existing development are more dominant. 
Views to the east are mostly defined by the adjacent hillsides, although residential 
and some commercial development blocks lower portions of the slopes. The 
intactness and unity of the views from Mattie Road are considered above average 
as they offer a panoramic view of the coastal beachside community. 
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Figure 2 -7 Built View, All Alternatives  

 

At this location, the project would add the part-time travel lane in the southbound 
direction and replace the existing concrete median barrier with a new, taller one. 
The 30-foot-tall lane control signals and camera poles would be seen in the median 
at between 7 and 10 locations along the freeway. If a soundwall were constructed at 
this location, this image shows how it could appear from this vantage point. 

Generally, because of the lower elevation of US 101, the project elements would be 
below the main line-of-sight of viewpoints along Mattie Road. The new part-time 
travel lane, the median barrier, and the soundwall, were it constructed, would 
appear somewhat more urban than the existing condition. Although the control 
signals and camera poles would be relatively narrow in visual profile and not block a 
substantial percentage of the vista, their presence would contribute to an increase 
of visual clutter and reduction of vividness, unity, intactness, and character. 
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Observer Viewpoint 6ðFrom US 101 south of Avila Beach Drive, looking 

southbound 

Figure 2 -8 Existing View 

 

The visual quality along this section of US 101 is based mostly on the topography 
rising from both sides of the freeway, the generally sparse development, and its 
transition to the scenic panorama of the Pacific Ocean and the coastline as it opens 
up to the south. This sequential viewing experience creates a highly memorable 
and vivid quality. The visual character of both the natural coastal landscape 
combined with beach community in the distance allows for a fairly high degree of 
visual harmony, intactness and unity. 

For Alternative 1 and the truck-climbing lane variation, the proposed part-time travel 
lane would not begin until a point south of this Observer Viewpoint, therefore the 
viewpoint after construction would be the same as existing. 

Figure 2 -9 Built View, Alternative 2 
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As seen from this Observer Viewpoint, the changes resulting from construction of 
Alternative 2 would include the part-time lane, replacement of the existing metal 
median barrier with taller concrete barrier, and added lane control signals. 
Alternative 2 would not add any outside barriers or wall at this location, and would 
leave the scenic vistas of the ocean, coastline, hillsides and community relatively 
intact. The additional pavement and concrete median barrier would create a more 
urbanized appearance, and the 30-foot-tall lane control signal and camera pole 
would increase visual clutter. The electronic nature of the signal would draw 
attention to the apparatus and its detracting character. As a result, the vividness, 
intactness and unity of the view would be somewhat diminished. 

Observer Viewpoint 7ðFrom US 101 south of San Luis Obispo Creek Bridge, 

looking southbound 

Figure 2 -10 Existing View 

 

As seen from Observer Viewpoint 7, the view is dominated by the landform of the 
ridgeline and hills on each side of the highway. The natural patterns of native 
vegetation on the surrounding hills and along San Luis Obispo Creek add to the 
relatively high visual quality, intactness, and unity determinations. Although this type 
of landscape is somewhat typical of the inland landscape assessment unit, the 
memorability of this view is increased by the proximity of the dramatic landforms to 
the highway. 

Similarly to Observer Viewpoint 6, for Alternative 1 and the truck-climbing lane 
variation, the proposed part-time travel lane would not begin until a point south of 
this Observer Viewpoint, therefore the viewpoint after construction would be the 
same as existing. 
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Figure 2 -11 Built View, Alternative 2  

 

As seen from Observer Viewpoint 7, Alternative 2 would begin transitioning to the 
part-time travel lane just south of the bridge. The existing metal median barrier 
would be replaced with taller concrete barrier, and lane control signals would be 
added. Other than the lane control signal and camera, this alternative would leave 
the views of the surrounding hills and vegetation relatively intact. The most 
noticeable aspects of the project would be the additional pavement in the distance, 
the concrete median barrier, which would create a more urbanized appearance, and 
the 30-foot-tall lane control signal and camera pole, which would increase visual 
clutter. The elevation of the surrounding topography would reduce the extent to 
which the signal would silhouette above the sky as seen from the highway. As seen 
from Observer Viewpoint 7, Alternate 2 would result in a minor reduction of the 
vividness, intactness and unity ratings. 

The following two observer viewpoints show how a soundwall could impact the 
visual quality of the surrounding area, both from the freeway and from the local 
roads. 

Soundwalls 

Soundwalls are being considered to mitigate noise impacts from the project at three 
locations. (See section 2.2.3 Noise for more information.) Preliminary design shows 
the soundwalls would likely be between 8 and 12 feet tall and constructed of 
masonry block. Landscaping or other methods would be used to deter graffiti. 

Soundwalls that were constructed with the project would not only affect the visual 
character of the area, but two of the walls would also block high-quality scenic 



Chapter 2 · Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences,  
and Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures 

Pismo Congestion Relief Pilot Project · 34 

views. Soundwall 6 (south of Wadsworth Avenue) would not reduce scenic views 
beyond what is currently blocked by existing landscaping and intervening 
development. (It should be noted that the many high-quality ocean and coastal 
views currently available throughout the project limits would not be affected by the 
project, and in certain areas quality views are already limited by existing vegetation, 
development, or both.) However, Soundwalls 2 and 3 (both south of Spyglass 
Drive) would cause a direct obstruction of views to the Pacific Ocean, the coastline, 
and the Shell Beach community as seen from US 101. These two soundwalls, 
approximately 1,400 feet apart, would block quality coastal views along an 
approximately one-half mile of US 101. The estimated duration of view blockage 
would be approximately 30 seconds, travelling at the posted speed limit. For 
maintenance and potential vandalism reasons, Caltrans District 5 does not allow 
see-through materials for walls of these heights. As seen from Shell Beach Road 
and adjacent parts of the community, Soundwalls 2 and 3 would provide a benefit in 
terms of reducing visibility of the freeway, but they would at the same time 
contribute to a collective increase in urbanized visual character. 

The following observer viewpoints show simulations of how the soundwalls might 
appear in relation to the surrounding landscape. Aesthetic treatments, such as color 
and/or texture shown in the photo simulations, are generic representations of 
possible aesthetic treatments. Actual aesthetic treatments would be determined 
during the design phase of the project with input from the public and local agency 
representatives. 

Observer Viewpoint 2ðFrom US 101 south of Spyglass Drive, looking southbound 

Figure 2 -12 Existing View 

 

This view represents one of the locations where a soundwall is being considered to 
mitigate noise impacts from the project. The visual quality along US 101 as 
represented by Observer Viewpoint 2 is moderately high. The vividness rating is due 
mostly to the views of the Pacific Ocean, the coastline as it sweeps around to the 
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south to the Oceano Dunes and Point Sal, and because of the inland hillsides rising 
from the east. The visual unity and intactness ratings are largely positive, though 
some of the residential development inland from the highway tends to detract from 
the hillside views and beach community aesthetic character. 

Figure 2 -13 Built View, All Alternatives  

 

If it were constructed, an 8-foot-tall soundwall would be placed along the edge of 
the southbound freeway shoulder, possibly fronted by a concrete safety barrier. 
Existing vegetation between US 101 and Shell Beach Road would be removed to 
accommodate the part-time travel lane, and the existing concrete barrier in the 
median would be replaced with a taller style. 

The most noticeable visual change would be the complete loss of ocean views and 
reduction of community character because of the new soundwall. The existing 
vividness or memorability rating would be substantially lowered. The visual unity 
and intactness provided by views of the Shell Beach community would be reduced. 
The inland hills would become the more positive contributor to visual quality, though 
the type of residential development visible in the mid-ground would moderate that 
visual benefit. 
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Observer Viewpoint 4ðFrom Shell Beach Road near Terrace Avenue, looking 

southeast 

Figure 2 -14 Existing View 

 

This view from Shell Beach Road is defined mostly by a combination of community 
elements such as businesses, residences and the frontage road in the foreground, 
along with the scenic hills rising in the east. From many of the vantage points along 
Shell Beach Road and other local streets, views of US 101 are somewhat filtered by 
intervening roadside landscaping. The memorability of this view is considered 
moderate since it is not particularly unique for the area. The unity and intactness 
qualities are also in the moderate range because of the variety of competing 
developed and natural visual elements. 
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Figure 2 -15 Built View, All Alternatives  

 

In this location, a 10-foot-tall soundwall is being considered for construction along 
the edge of the southbound US 101 outside shoulder. Existing vegetation between 
US 101 and Shell Beach Road would be removed to construct the wall and rebuild 
the associated slope. 

As seen from this local roadway, the soundwall would block views of the highway 
and most associated traffic, but would still allow views of the upper portions of the 
inland hillsides. The loss of existing vegetation would have an adverse effect on the 
visual character, including unity and intactness, although replacement landscaping 
would recreate the vegetated appearance over time. Replacement landscaping as 
shown in the photo-simulation is expected to take approximately 5 to 7 years to 
achieve this state of growth. 

The main overall visual effect of the project would be an increased urban character. 
The inherent visual change associated with an increase in visual scale and 
additional hardscape would be unavoidable and noticeable. For some casual 
observers and people travelling through the area, the proposed scale of the facility 
would not be unexpected in the visual context of this freeway environment. Overall, 
however, viewer sensitivity and response to change is expected to be high, 
evidenced largely by the many local coastal planning policies regarding visual 
character and scenic view protection. 

Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures  

The following measures would reduce the projectôs potential visual impact as seen 
from US 101 and the surrounding area; some or all could be included in the project. 




































































































































































































































